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In this paper we present our first attempt at bringing to the field a 
community-oriented design research agenda situated in the South 
American grassroots context. We discuss early insights, which 
reveal that pursuing autonomy through education provides means 
to sustain grassroots efforts; that by leveraging thematic interests 
the organisations can build strong local networks, and; that 
bringing design methods of seeing and doing to existing projects 
can help develop their own entrepreneurial agendas. In this paper 
we also consider our insights through three notions: provocation, 
conflict and appropriation. By doing so, it instigates a discussion 
of positioning participatory design in South America, the role that 
designers and design researchers could play in this space, 
highlighting the tensions that emerge in co-creating publics within 
this particular context 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Aproximately 150,000 people move to South American cities 
every week. The chief factors of attraction for this urban growth 
in the region are employment, education, health services, housing, 
infrastructure access, and social inclusion, among others [1]. 
However, sometimes the promise of a better life is an empty one, 
in particular due to the extensive inequality throughout the region 
[2]. In response to the straining living conditions imposed by an 
unequal distribution of wealth and social benefits, many 
Grassroots Organisations (GOs) across the region address 
common challenges emanating from inequitable access to 
resources, goods and services, poor quality housing, 
discrimination and lack of employment opportunities, in 
underserved urban areas [2, 3]. The unique conditions 
encountered by GO’s in South America reveal i) a need for 
gaining a deeper understanding of the organisations and how they 
engage societal concerns, and; ii) opportunities to explore how to 
create tools and practices for the exploration of innovative and 
locally relevant solution pathways through design [4, 5]. 
Design studies highlight how to approach effective collaboration 
[6] and participation in community contexts [7, 8], while 
attending to the conflictive nature of negotiating power issues 
between multiple parties, such as governments, local institutions, 
community members, and designers and researchers [9, 7, 10, 11, 
8]. Subsequent to these ideas it has been discussed that small-
scale grassroots design activities can lead to large-scale 
sustainable social changes [12] by positioning designers and 
researchers as facilitators [13] to support ongoing initiatives.  
The opportunity to explore new strategies and approaches to 
address the needs of a local communities and GOs with a 
community-oriented design research agenda [14], can be situated 
in the South American context by i) responding to the constantly 
changing research environment in the region, placing emphasis in 
the straining living conditions in which some of the local GO’s 
work whilst engaging local customs and traditions; ii) coupling 
adversarial agendas that could prove beneficial for the parties 
involved in a design research project; iii) consider the ubiquitous 
lack of economic and material resources present in underserved 
urban areas of South America by re-framing them as assets to 
develop creative and novel solutions, and; iv) discerning the 
mechanics of collaboration that can contribute to the development 
of local community and grassroots initiatives [5]. Further, 
Kuznetsov et al. [11] argue that by bringing design, its tools and 
processes to GOs, their existing toolbox can extend organisational 
capabilities, hinting at a move that steps away from participatory 
design an into building design capacity and autonomy that can be 
translated into effective action by people at the margins of society 
in developing economies [15]. 
With this workshop paper we want to position our contribution by 
discussing the advancement of a design research agenda [14, 16, 
5] that aims at understanding how to respond to the dynamic and 
changing reality of underserved areas in South America. 
We will first introduce the GO that we worked with in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina. We then provide an overview of some of the 
societal challenges in underserved urban areas of South America; 
and introduce where the pilot was held. We also provide the 
overarching structure of the pilot, and we briefly present four 
insights that we identified by analysing the data and frame them 
within the main concepts advanced by the workshop.  
1.1 Centro de Jóvenes “Viejos Amigos” 
Centro de Jóvenes “Viejos Amigos” (Youth Centre “Old Friends” 
– CJVA) is a grassroots organisation that works in the González 
Catán (GC) district, approximately 35 kilometers South West of 
Buenos Aires’ central business district. The municipality where 
GC is located is one of many underserved areas in Buenos Aires. 
CJVA focuses on supporting youth development through 
neighborhood and community-oriented activities, including street-
based events, movie afternoons, art workshops, sports events, 
camping outings, and cultural tours. CJVA maintains a strong 
relationship with many local organisations and youth centres, and 
often conducts joint activities.  
2. FIELD WORK 
Our workshop took place at the Interaction Design South America 
(ISA) conference, held in Buenos Aires, Argentina in 2014. The 
session was divided in three main stages: i) focus group in the 
morning; ii) a lunch break, and; iii) a design workshop in the 
afternoon. The session is available in CJVA’s YouTube channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/user/wecasoli/videos 
The participants included twelve people from CJVA and six 
professional interaction designers from Argentina, for a total of 
eighteen participants. The audible sections of the video data were 
annotated and thematically analysed to derive the insights [17] 
discussed in the following section. We also used our notes, 
sketches, mind maps, and paper prototypes the participants 
produced, to support the development of the insights. 
3. INSIGHTS 
We reviewed the video supplied by CJVA, 10 mind maps, 16 
pieces of paper with multiple sketches of design proposals, and 10 
paper prototypes. The three insights presented under Community 
Operation relate to how CJVA engages the local community in 
GC. The insight presented under Designing with CJVA relates to 
the issues we identified by bringing CJVA together with design 
professionals to work on design proposals for the organisation. 
• Community Operation 
o Autonomy, education and sustaining the 
organisation 
o Network building through thematic interests 
o No man’s land: recovering and appropriating 
the territory 
• Designing with CJVA 
o Uncertainty management and building design 
capacity 
3.1 Community Operation 
3.1.1 Autonomy, education and sustaining the 
organisation 
Being able to provide sustainable means of survival for the 
organisation and its members is one of CJVA’s key work axes. 
This purpose is supported by a strong will to be independent and 
self-reliant. This autonomy search is echoed by the integration and 
empowerment of young members through educational work. By 
chasing autonomy and independence through education, CJVA 
engages both its members and multiple constituents of the 
neighborhood in the participatory development of the community 
as a whole.  
3.1.2 Network building through thematic interests 
CJVA has developed its own approach for reaching out to local 
youth and has positioned itself as provider of alternative 
engagement and participation paths in the neighborhood. In turn, 
CJVA offers a flexibility that schools cannot provide. The 
thematic interest as engagement strategy serves CJVA to build a 
support network across the neighborhood, which is leveraged by 
the community as a whole, thus, shaping a positive feedback loop. 
However, the territorial frictions make up a significant component 
in everyday life in GC; in some cases the positive feedback loop 
remains trapped within restricted areas of influence. The 
following section elaborates on how social tensions are related to 
particular locations in the neighborhood. 
3.1.3 No man’s land: recovering and appropriating 
the territory 
GC is perceived as a forgotten area of Buenos Aires, e.g., where 
politicians, as representatives of the government, only reach out to 
the neighborhood when votes are needed or there is something to 
gain from connecting with the inhabitants. In addition, this is also 
perceived as part of a larger power struggle where GC locals do 
not feel they have any political agency. In contrast, despite feeling 
abandoned by the government, the inhabitants have strong 
attachments to their own sections of GC. This territorial 
attachment is so pronounced that people feel strongly identified 
with the km in which they live, creating strong animosities that 
sometimes lead to violence.  
3.2 Designing with CJVA 
3.2.1 Uncertainty management and building design 
capacity 
The design exercise and bringing CJVA together with a group of 
local designers highlighted the difficulties that emerge when there 
are conflictive agendas between participants as to who should be 
in charge of the process and how it should be approached.  
The professional designers described the design process as a 
series of iterative steps, where agency is materialised by doing, 
while making adjustments projects move forward. The 
prominence of uncertainty management and design’s capability to 
navigate the unknown was addressed by emphasising some of the 
tools of the trade, including sketching and paper prototyping. 
Figure 1 shows how football soccer, a sport well ingrained in 
Argentinian life, was envisioned as integration mechanism to 
bring people together that, while living in the same area but on a 
different street, have conflictive territorial disputes. 
 
Figure 1. Connecting antagonist communities from different 
sections of GC through a soccer tournament. The sketch 
describes mixed teams with kids from different areas, 
highlights common factors, such as sharing the same main 
roads and says “We’re better together” at the bottom 
By combining a current project with the designers’ knowledge, 
the organisation was able to envision how to build its own 
capacity and move forward with entrepreneurial projects by using 
design tools. 
4. DISCUSSION  
The three notions advanced by the Ting workshop provide a lens 
through which we look at situating our design research agenda in 
South America and the insights we gained from our workshop in 
Buenos Aires. In this regard, provocation, conflict and 
appropriation provide a platform from which we interrogate the 
role of Design and participation in the South American  
grassroots context.  
4.1 Provocation 
As a provocation, our pilot elicited a response related to societal 
issues in South American underserved areas from three groups of 
people that converged in our pilot: members of local GO’s, 
professional designers and design researchers. Further, the 
provocation from our workshop extends to a larger scale and calls 
for regional versions of participatory design for South American 
settings.  
The insights that we described above illustrate i) how design can 
be applied to GO’s concerns as learnable process that can foster 
autonomy by expanding the organisations’ capacities to address 
issues of economic sustainability and the support of social 
entrepreneurship projects; ii) how the professional designers and 
CJVA found common ground in the iterative nature of the design 
process, and; iii) the role that we as design researchers had to 
embrace as the workshop moved forward.  
The responses we obtained from each group of participants, and 
that one from ourselves, further highlight a need to re-frame 
participation in design activities involving South American 
stakeholders that work in the grassroots space. We experienced 
first-hand how local settings differ from those where participatory 
design is usually applied [18, 19] and our workshop functioned as 
an opportunity to consider these matters in the field. The lesson 
for us was that, whilst our own design research agendas were 
aligned with the organisation’s interests, they need to be refined to 
respond to the rapidly shifting social conditions in which 
grassroots groups operate and to the unexpected social dynamics 
that emerge from bringing different groups of people together. 
This has been addressed in participatory design with the extensive 
work done in the field about working with multiple stakeholders, 
in this case our concerns point in the direction of conflict, which 
we discuss below.  
4.2 Conflict 
In our workshop conflict appeared in three different and 
distinctive forms and relates to various present and non-present 
stakeholders, which were relevant to CJVA and GC as a 
neighborhood, but also to our workshop. The first instance of 
conflict is related to the societal issues that CJVA deals with on a 
daily basis and the people, institutions or groups that have stakes 
in addressing (or magnifying) them. The second one is related to 
the relationship that had to be established in less than one day 
between CJVA, the professional designers and us. The third 
instance of conflict is related specifically to us as design 
researchers and the shift that we had to embrace for the session.  
Our workshop had a component that aimed at understanding the 
social situation of the area where CJVA works and the different 
ways and mechanisms that the organisation uses to tackle societal 
issues. The multiple relationships that the organisation maintains 
or rejects were highlighted in a manner that allowed us to see a 
profound resentment with governmental abandonment, 
institutional competition and a general despair with the living 
conditions in GC. The work advanced by CJVA has a strong 
survivalist tint that underpins an antagonistic stance towards those 
that contribute to maintaining an oppressive situation from which 
is hard to escape. While this is understandable, it gave prominence 
to the second instance of conflict.  
Some of the designers during the workshop emphasised their 
expertise for dealing with uncertainty and envisioning innovative 
solutions, subtly suggesting that they knew how to solve CJVA’s 
problems. In this instance the designers failed to recognise the 
actual needs of the organisation, what they wanted to do what they 
wanted to learn in the workshop. In contrast, we noticed that 
CJVA also wanted to validate itself, and the various iterative 
processes that they use to develop their projects by comparing 
them to the ones we were using in the workshop and others 
suggested by the designers.  
We as organisers of the workshop, had to position ourselves as a 
buffer between both parties during the session. We were not 
expecting a need to re-frame our stance on the go, this gave us the 
opportunity to distance ourselves from the actual process of 
designing with our participants and channel the exchanges they 
were having with each other. This shift brought us from our initial 
idea of operating as design guides to facilitation and bridge 
between our participants. This shift challenged our expectations 
and resulted in a personal conflict that we had to address then and 
there, we had no room for long assessments.  
The three conflicts that we discuss above motivated the 
appropriation of the various situations, relationships and social 
dynamics that were taking place in the workshop. We discuss 
these appropriations in the following section.  
4.3 Appropriation 
As a result of the conflicts that emerged during the workshop, the 
three groups, CJVA, the designers and us, ended up appropriating 
the unexpected results of the session and overcoming the 
uneasiness that was palpable with some of the disagreements that 
appeared during the workshop. This does not mean that 
disagreements disappeared; rather, they were dealt with in a way 
that allowed the participants and us to frame conflict in a 
productive way for the benefit of CJVA, which was the primary 
receptor of the design results emerging from the workshop.  
By identifying similarities between their own way of working and 
the process that we suggested and that was reinforced by the 
designers, CJVA identified the possibilities offered by being 
exposed to a design exercise with a group of professional 
designers. In turn, the designers identified that the result of the 
workshop was not solving a particular problem or opportunity in 
CJVA, and by way of example, tackling a current project, they 
aimed at building design capacity in the organisation. In turn, we 
had to embrace the new role that was implicitly being demanded 
by the participants and moved away from guiding the process to 
facilitating the discussion and building bridges between both 
groups of participants.  
5. CONCLUSIONS 
In this paper we have discussed how a grassroots organisation, a 
group of professional designers and our research team worked 
together in a collaborative setting. We considered the conditions 
in which CJVA operates, the relevance of integrating local 
customs, the incorporation of adversarial agendas, addressing the 
organisation’s lack of resources and understanding the mechanics 
of collaboration between GOs and designers during a one-day 
gathering. 
The four insights revealed by the data analysis provided a 
platform to approach our workshop from a lens that includes 
provocation, conflict, and appropriation. Provocation was 
intended as a way to understand two scales of work, one with the 
participants and another one that is related to a need for the 
development and refinement of participatory design from a 
regional approach that suits the local conditions of the region. We 
have argued in this paper in favour of re-positioning design 
researchers as facilitators in relation to regional needs.  
Conflict also relates to two scales, the participants in the 
workshop and us; and, the larger societal issues present in 
underserved areas of South America. The conflicts that we 
discussed point at the relevance of gaining a deep understanding 
of the context where the organisations operate and the need for 
building bridges between designers and organisations so they can 
work together. Finally, the appropriation of conflict served to 
move the design exercise forward even with visible disagreements 
in play.  
Our insights indicate that the advancement of a design research 
agenda aiming at responding to the dynamic and changing reality 
of underserved areas in Latin American cities in conjunction with 
a collaborative and flexible approach, which responds to the needs 
of local GOs, can nurture the organisations’ autonomy. Further, it 
can also be used as platform for contributing to entrepreneurial 
projects. In addition, reading our workshop through the lens of 
provocation, conflict and appropriation we uncovered relevant 
elements that were not revealed by the data but underpinned the 
social dynamics of the workshop. We believe the work presented 
in this paper informs the questions put forward by the Ting 
workshop, by opening avenues for the discussion of positioning 
participatory design in South America, the role that designers and 
design researchers could play in this and highlighting the tensions 
that emerge during the exploration of regional participatory design 
approaches.  
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